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        “Anyone not shocked by quantum mechanics has not yet understood it."

        NIELS BOHR, NOBEL LAUREATE IN PHYSICS (1922)

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Consciousness cannot be accounted for in physical terms. For consciousness is absolutely fundamental.”

        ERWIN SCHRÖDINGER, NOBEL LAUREATE IN PHYSICS (1933)

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “It [is] not possible to formulate the laws of quantum mechanics […] without reference to the consciousness.”

        EUGENE WIGNER, NOBEL LAUREATE IN PHYSICS (1963)
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        anamnesis | ˌanəmˈnēsəs |

        noun

        1 the remembrance of a past life or previous existence.

        2 In Christian tradition the sacred act of recalling the Passion, Resurrection, and Ascension of Christ.

      

        

      
        From the Greek anamnēsis ‘remembrance’.
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      In the early twentieth century, discoveries in science cracked open reality. Einstein bent space and time; while Bohr and Schrödinger uncovered a quantum world where probability ruled over certainty. This was a golden generation, with each new breakthrough rewriting the rules of nature, their Nobel Prizes the milestones of a revolution.

      One experience, however, perplexed everyone. In the famous "double-slit experiment," scientists fired electrons at a thin metal screen with two parallel apertures. By all expectations, the result should have been straightforward. Instead, it revealed something impossible: results changed in the presence of an observer.

      The implication was staggering: awareness shaped reality.

      Since then, we've developed complex equations to describe the effect — but not explain it. We are no closer to understanding why or how  consciousness can alter the fundamental realities of our universe.

      A century later, the puzzle remains unsolved.
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      There’s a moment in every man’s life when he looks in the mirror and hates who stares back.

      That moment had come and gone for Prospero Jones. Tonight, after a lifetime of failure, he’d do something about it.

      He snapped the hair clippers to life with a dull buzz, hacking a path through his thinning hair. Bald was not his best look, but faded gray would not cut it for his last hours on earth. If he was going to end a life of failure and shame, he might as well look the part.

      He let off the pressure over bumps, finishing the job with a disposable razor.  The mess on the floor would soon be sucked up by the vacuum. Only his hair, mixed with the dirt from his house, would outlive him. He wondered if the next tenant of his crappy apartment would ever know, or care.

      He toweled off and rubbed his head in approval. The cops wouldn’t find a scraggly old man—if they found anything at all. He’d look good on his way out.

      He tidied up the floor and sink before slipping on a t-shirt and coat, then reread the card he’d left on the breakfast table. His final note was simple and to the point—like his life should’ve been.

      I’m sorry I failed everyone. Please move on. Don’t grieve for me. I am happier now.

      That last one was a lie, but read better than “There is nothing left, and nothing beyond.”

      The walk to the river passed in a buzz. Not from the pills—those would hit in a few minutes—but from the sudden vibrancy of life, something that in minutes would no longer matter. Death, he’d decided, would not be a crucible of pain, but a shutting of the light. It struck him as strange that his consciousness—the single aspect of his world in which he could place complete faith—could be so quickly extinguished. Loss of awareness, like the stupor of anesthesia or dreams, would snuff out whatever had once been him. And whatever had once been him, had not been enough.

      That failure would end tonight.

      Everything would soon be over. No more defeat, no more debt, no more loss. The date had been picked so as not to remind his ex-wife of Tabitha. A decade had passed in an instant, and changed his life. Thirty days seemed enough time between anniversaries to dampen Jeanine’s pain. A decade hence, she would forget him but continue to grieve their stillborn daughter. From a cosmic standpoint, it seemed backward. As a parent, he understood.

      Not a single vehicle stopped to ask why a lone figure walked to the boat launch by the swamp bridge late on a moonless Tuesday. To others, he was just one of the many drunk homeless looking for shelter along the riverbanks off the Florida Gulf Coast. The cops would check in tomorrow, looking for derelicts and drunks. Part of him hoped the gators wouldn’t have their way, and he’d be found, shriveled and cold, as authorities dredged the bottom of the Anclote for the missing. But the best outcome, he knew, would be for him to end up as gator shit days from now. The ring, the note, the little trinkets he’d saved for the adoption—those would be enough to tell his story. Not that anyone would care about it in another year, or another hour.

      The crunch of gravel woke up a sleeping figure yards from the shore. He knew these people well, neighbors from casing the site so many times in the past month.

      “No worries, Rex. It’s just me. I’m going for a dip.”

      “Y’alright, son?” Rex sounded groggy and drunk. He’d be fine.

      “Super good,” Prospero lied, and felt a lump in his throat. “Cold wakes me up.”

      “See ya in the mornin’.” Rex rustled into his tarp, next to the shopping cart holding his only possessions.

      Thus ended his last conversation with another human: another escapee from a failed life, another man dying in the fall from relevance to obscurity.

      He glanced behind him one last time as he neared the riverbank. A karaoke bar, closed tonight, loomed in the darkness. One figure paused on the bridge for an instant before moving on, oblivious of what would happen next. The last witness to his end had walked away, leaving him utterly and completely alone.

      He took a deep breath and stepped into the murk.

      Cold shot up his leg. He scanned the water for the beady glow of gator eyes: the small ones were smart enough not to go for chaos on shore, and the big ones would wait. A shiver—was it cold, or fear?—woke him enough to delay the dulling of the pills. He needed to swim far out, go to sleep, and drown.

      His coat, engorged with water, weighed him down. For a moment, he panicked. He had no interest in drowning while awake. All the bullshit on the suicide feeds about it being the best way to die was insane. He could not imagine being conscious as his lungs filled and he struggled for air, smothered by water. So he breathed in deep, pushed down the panic, and swam.

      His entire life came down to these last moments, a few minutes of awareness, emotion, and regret. Every sensation seemed magnified, as if Death gave him one last chance to decide. Had he taken care of everything? The insurance, the letter, the meager offerings to the last person who made him smile? These and other questions would never be answered. They’d fade when the chemicals took his attention and his will. The shutting off of the light would not be a switch, but a dimming of his soul.

      He treaded water for seconds or minutes until the desire to paddle back to life passed, and the brackish water enveloped him like a dead womb. The shivering crept up, unwelcome but expected, so he turned onto his back to float. He gazed up at the sky, unsullied by streetlights, or hate, or lies. The euphoria of the endless universe spread into him like dawn.

      Life was beautiful. It just hadn’t been for him.

      Something tugged at his feet—an animal with no concept of its pecking order, a mindless thing that would end his life without thought or mercy. Terror fought against exhaustion, and he felt the first tendrils of his life vanishing, the cruelty and indifference of death, the precious futility at the end of life.

      That’s when a light enveloped him, a hand reached down, and everything went dark.
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      “You awake?”

      He opened his eyes, heart in his throat, and sat up.

      He was alive. Or was this the afterlife? He squeezed his eyes to shunt away fatigue, but confusion remained, leaking into his mind like the light filtering into his bedroom. The bed—his bed—lay rumpled and cool, exactly as he’d left it. His clothes, wet with the filth of the bayou, seeped water into a corner.

      A woman he’d never met sat in his only chair, facing him. He peeked under his covers and realized he was naked.

      The woman stood up, feline and smooth. She wore no glasses or visors, so her eyes—hard, older, without mirth—cut through him. Maybe she was the devil, or an attendant at Purgatory. He did not imagine angels wore cropped hair instead of halos or wings.

      “Who are you?”

      “Here. Drink.” She handed him a bottle of water, still unopened. Prospero had no reason to trust her, and her gaze suggested she agreed. Her hands, lean and strong, belonged to a woman who wasted neither time nor money on pampering. She seemed incapable of a smile.

      Prospero snapped the cap open and drank the cool water in one gulp. If this were a simulacrum of the afterlife, he would’ve expected something better than convenience store water.

      “What is going on?”

      The woman raised an eyebrow. “You tried to kill yourself.”

      “I think the word is suicide. Did… I die?” The question sounded stupid as soon as he uttered it. “Where am I? Is this hell?”

      The woman shook her head, smiling this time. “No. You’re not dead. And you are not in hell. You’re in your apartment.” She wiped a finger across his windowsill. “And you have a lot of dust. It’s really bad for allergies, you know that?”

      “You haven’t told me why you’re here. What happened?”

      “You tried to kill yourself. I pulled you out.”

      “Are you a cop?”

      She chuckled and shook her head.

      “How did you find me?”

      She waved the question away. “That bayou water stinks, by the way. And you don’t have laundry in your apartment.”

      “I know that,” he spat. “Who are you? Why did you pull me out?”

      “My name is Andromeda Vestal. People call me Andy.”

      “What kind of a name is Andromeda?”

      Andy sneered back. “What kind of a name is Prospero?”

      He shook his head. “Parents liked Marlowe, I guess. You still haven’t told me what happened. Andy.” He gathered the sheets around him in shame. Andy Vestal was in her late forties, lean and strong, lacking the expected grace or softness of a woman her age. Years ago, someone might’ve fallen for her; a quick fantasy for a desperate teenager or wistful retiree. Whoever she was, it appeared she hadn’t pissed her life away: she was fit and strong, wore no jewelry or digital augmentation, and did not appear to even own a phone.

      “Why thank you,” she said, as if reading his thoughts. “Here.” She tossed a wad of clothing at him and walked out.

      Prospero dressed — t-shirt, undies, hiking pants — and checked his reflection in the mirror. He’d forgotten he’d shaved his head.

      The sun’s rays struggled to pass through windows dirty with neglect. Andy sat at the breakfast table, reading his note. His ears burst in shame.

      “That’s none of your business,” he snarled, and snatched the card away.

      She stared back as if considering a dense child. “Actually, it is very much my business.”

      “Look, I appreciate you pulling me out of the bayou, but I’m a little freaked out by all this.” He gestured around his apartment, unsure of what he meant. Someone had rescued and returned him to his crappy apartment, lost in a forgotten town of a state he hated. Whatever choices he’d made to land here had led to failure. Months ago, he’d decided to end the shame. Now, he couldn’t even kill himself.

      “You’ll see why,” she said with a nod, which made no sense.

      “You still haven’t told me why you’re here. Why did you pull me out of the water?”

      “Because you were drowning.”

      “And you interrupted me! I wanted to end it. I wanted to end everything.” He held up the card. “For reasons that are none of your business!”

      “You are very much my business, Prospero Jones.” She stood up, lithe and smooth, like a seasoned predator. “You were going to die. And we cannot allow that.”

      “Who the hell is we? Church?” He stepped back, mouth agape. “Oh shit! Jeanine sent you, didn’t she? Didn’t want the insurance. Just the alimony.” He crumpled the card, flushing with shame and anger. “You can tell her that no one will hire me now that⁠—”

      “I’m not here for your alimony, Prospero Jones, or your insurance. I rescued you from drowning because you have to save the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      He stared for a moment, then burst into laughter.

      “Save the what?”

      “The world, Prospero.” Andy gestured around her. “That includes this apartment, which you should do a better job of keeping clean.”

      He held her gaze, and when she didn’t burst into laughter herself, pointed at the door. “Okay, thanks for your time. I’d like you to leave.”

      Andy shrugged and stood. “This is probably all a bit much. We’ll be in touch.”

      “Yeah, it is a bit much, and no, we won’t.” He grabbed a hoodie from the mess on the couch and opened the door. “I don’t know who you are and why you pulled me out. But the last thing I need is a con when my life is falling apart. So please.” He gestured outside.

      Andy paused, then stepped toward the kitchen sink. “You shouldn’t leave dirty dishes behind when you plan on killing yourself. It’s a nice touch to leave everything clean.”

      “Forgive me for not tidying up after my last meal. Please. Door’s that way. You need to go.”

      She traced a finger over the dishes in the sink, and a tang of ammonia wafted behind her. Maybe she really was a demon.

      “We’ll be in touch,” she said as she stepped through the door.

      “No, we won’t. I don’t need this in my life. No offense.” He stuffed his hand in his hoodie. The floor tile, chilly despite the warm night, stung his bare feet.

      “See you soon, Pete.” She turned and walked down the stairs.

      Fury shot through him. “How’d you know that? You talked to Jeanine, didn’t you?”

      “No, Prospero,” she said, not turning back to face him. “I just know.”

      He slammed the door before she walked out of sight, then peeked out the window to follow her. Andy, if that really was her name, walked through the parking lot without looking back, then disappeared down the street.

      He turned back, waving a hand to disperse the fading ammonia smell. He sneaked a glance as he reached out for the fridge and stopped.

      The dishes were clean. Immaculately clean, as if someone had sent them through an autoclave instead of a dishwasher. He picked one up, expecting it to be radioactive or something.

      They were warm. And spotless.

      “What the…?”

      This was a dream, or a nightmare. He shook his head, trying to wake up, and pounded his fists on the counter and sofa and chairs to test their existence. He wondered why his nightmares might focus on a taciturn middle-aged woman who avoided technology and cleaned dishes. Outside, palm trees and oaks rustled in a gentle dawn breeze. Leaden clouds mottled the sky, and beams of reflected city lights traced dusty shards in the still air.

      Shame overcame him. Hours before, he’d tried to kill himself. He was so pathetic he’d even failed at ending his life. Prospero Jones dropped onto his second-hand sofa, one of the few things he owned in this crappy life, and cried.

      Minutes later, after exhaustion replaced shame, he wiped his eyes dry and shuffled to his bedroom. He threw the stinking pile of wet clothes in the shower stall and opened the tap.

      The hot water revived him. He lathered up twice, stomping on his clothes and hoping the suds would get rid of the bayou stench. Only hours after trying to kill himself, he had already lost weight, the only positive result from another very poor decision.

      He wrung his clothes as best he could and dumped them into the sink before toweling himself dry. It was too humid to hang them outside. His coat would never dry on its own, but going to the laundry room was unbearable. The dark cave was one more reminder of his defeat, of how much he’d fallen. He stared at the clothes, willing the water to evaporate, to carry with it the memory of his stupidity from the previous night, and avoid another depressing trip to the laundry. He heard a roar, a far-off ringing in his ears, and shook his head. Now I’m losing my hearing, he thought.

      It took him a few seconds to notice the steam.

      He stepped back, almost slipping on the wet tile. He waved away the cloud emanating from the sink, turned on the fan, and opened the door. Steam billowed from the sink as if something were burning.

      He ran to the kitchen, holding a towel around his waist, returning with the fire extinguisher. Amazing how one could remember things forgotten when situations dictated action.

      He was about to pull the pin and blast the clothes when the rush of steam stopped. Still holding the fire extinguisher, he reached out and touched the pile.

      Bone dry. Not burnt, merely warm. Frost clung to the outside of the sink and bathroom walls.

      He picked out the jacket, fluffed it up, and stuck his hand in a sleeve. The fabric had dried, the stench of the bayou replaced by a vaguely salty smell. His pants, socks, underwear, tech tee—everything he’d worn the night he planned to kill himself—felt dry, defying the freezing sink, denying any memory of last night.

      The world swayed. He sat on the toilet seat, face in his hands, afraid he was going insane. He swallowed hard and squeezed his hands open and shut. Was the sound he heard a sign of a stroke? He stood up, balancing on each foot and grimacing in the mirror, as he might imagine someone checking for neurological damage. Satisfied he wasn’t losing his mind, he put on clothes, grabbed his notebook, then walked out.

      The sun peered through the clouds creeping in from the sea. He considered riding his bike to the coffee shop, but wasn’t yet sure how physics worked in this new dreamworld. He wanted to know, with absolute certainty, whether he was alive or dead.

      Only one person held the power to convince him—the one person he’d thought of the instant before dying. She was the only person who could still make him smile. These days, Prospero Jones had no one left—except for someone who barely knew him. That one person was the sole anchor in his life, whether or not she knew. She’d provide answers and evidence, the only being who could prove reality or snap him out of the dream.

      He walked to Sirius Java, his hometown coffee shop, savoring the pang of evanescent thrill every time he opened the door. She caught his gaze after thanking a customer, and her smile blasted away every shred of loss.

      “Hi Prospero!” Evangeline See stared for an instant, then burst into a giggle. “What did you do to your hair?”
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      He stepped to the register and ran a hand over his head. “Morning, Evangeline.”

      “What did you do?” She stared at him with a wonder-filled smile. “To your head!”

      “I, uh, needed a change.”

      She pursed her lips and tucked a lock of honey-blonde hair behind her ear. “Helluva change. Usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      “Haven’t seen you in a few days. How’s the book?”

      Eighteen months after meeting her, Prospero still found it difficult to look Evangeline in the eye. She was different from everyone else in the world, capturing him from the first moment. Evangeline See—birder, barista, and poet—radiated joy into a desperate world. He could not remember a single time when she hid her attention behind glasses or visors or handsets, when she didn’t smile, when her sky-blue eyes didn’t light up with brilliance and possibility. She was strong and compact, blessed with no need for makeup or diet. She’d played softball in high school, soccer in college, and now toyed with a PhD in something that changed every month. Prospero thought she was the most beautiful being in all of creation.

      He also suspected she might be young enough to be his daughter, a never-ending source of guilt and shame. He’d read enough to know this innocent infatuation would never end well. His admiration would forever remain platonic. He was destined to be nothing in Evangeline’s life, although she would be everything in what remained of his.

      “Going slow. I took a break from writing for a few days.”

      “You’ll get back to it.”

      He allowed a sheepish smile. “Maybe I’ll write it out longhand.”

      “The best writers do that.” She winked, and his insides lurched. “I’ll bring your drink out.”

      He sat at a small table under a window and clutched his black notebook. A week ago, in this very spot, he’d decided to end his life. Evangeline had taken a rare day off, which transformed the coffee shop from bright and welcoming into the crypt that fermented his dying thoughts. People drowning in worlds of their choosing surrounded him, every one unaware of his decision. Peeking into the insanity he’d written that day seemed absurd. He opened the book, unable to find the last page that held his dying wish, when he felt her.

      “Here’s your coffee,” Evangeline sang.

      “Thank you. Desperately need it today.” He could sense her presence — her warmth, her scent, the sheer power of her eyes—even from afar. Was he going insane?

      “Is everything okay?”

      He nodded, shook his head, and nodded again. “I feel out of sorts. Like this… isn’t real, you know?”

      “I know. Sometimes it feels like life is just a chain of disparate moments jumbled together. Like an endless Monday.” She stood back, considering him with a toothy smile. “It’s growing on me.”

      “What?”

      “Your new look. I think bald men can still be handsome.”

      “Of course you would, dear,” a bitter voice cut into him. “Daddy issues, anyone?”

      Evangeline’s smile dimmed. “Well, hello Miss Jeanine. Can I get you anything?”

      Jeanine Jones, nee Beckhoff, curled her lips as she examined Evangeline from head to toe. “How about longer trousers?”

      “You’re a hoot,” Evangeline replied, somehow meaning it. “Can I bring you a vanilla cold brew?”

      Jeanine flashed a venomous smile. Nothing was worse to Prospero’s ex-wife than defeat by kindness—especially from someone she considered superior. And in Jeanine’s world, looks were the only barometer. She nodded just enough to show her superiority, then folded her lean frame across Prospero.

      Surgeries had been kinder to Jeanine than the years. She carried her fake boobs, Botox, and collagen lips better than the scowl etched into her soul. Long ago, Prospero had fallen in love with her smile, her bubbly demeanor, her joy at life. A lifetime ago, Jeanine had been someone else.

      Until Tabitha, when their world began its collapse, when she sought solace in medication, the surgeon, and the arms of others.

      “What’s with the bald head?”

      “I needed a change. Listen, if this is about the alimony, I can⁠—”

      She waved off the sentence. “Not here.”

      “Jeanine, I just…” He stopped and took a deep breath to consider his next words. “I had a rough night.”

      “Drinking again?”

      “No.” He wanted to say it was pills this time, but demurred. “Tough going with the business.”

      Jeanine nodded without listening. She leaned in. “Liam and I are getting married. I wanted you to be the first to know.”

      The words exploded in his chest. “Now?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t you think that’s a bit rash?”

      “I think a year is more than enough. I was hoping you’d be happy.”

      “Happy!” He leaned in and hissed. “Happy? That your college boyfriend couldn’t wait until our marriage died when he pounced on you?”

      “We found each other again, Pete. After you and I spent beautiful years together. It is time for new beginnings.”

      It had taken years for Prospero to understand how talented a manipulator Jeanine Beckhoff could be. Using her pet name for him, alluding to the past, making everything conveniently perfect so she could have her way. Pointedly ignoring the multiple affairs she justified as a salve for the pain of a stillborn daughter.

      He always lost in these conversations. So he sat back, considering her, when Evangeline brought the coffee.

      “Here you go, Jeanine. I brought you some half and half as well.”

      Perhaps Evangeline did not understand how powerful a weapon her kindness could be. If she did, she wielded it innocently, and well.

      “Thank you, dear.” Jeanine pursed her lips, a cornered animal. “Have you been gaining weight?”

      Prospero wanted to snap at his ex-wife, at the astounding pettiness she showed around anyone she considered a threat. His friend did not need his help.

      “I don’t think so,” Evangeline replied, twisting to consider her hips. “I just eat healthy.” She smiled and sauntered off, the jab ignored with sass and grace.

      “That was very mean, Jay.”

      “Oh please. It’s disgusting. She could be your daughter. You should be ashamed.”

      “She is the last person who treats me like a human, Jay. And she barely knows I exist. More than I can say about you and Liam for the last stretch of our marriage.”

      “Oh, is that it? Now you’re jealous? I try to share my happiness with you, and all you can talk about is your insecurity and failure?” Her voice rose enough to drown out every other conversation in the cafe.

      “Why don’t you order another coffee from your pudgy high-school crush? And then send me a note from pedophile jail after you’re done being someone else’s bitch.”

      She stood up, snatched her coffee, and walked out.
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      Prospero returned his coffee cup to the counter instead of the bin by the door, which provided an opportunity for a personal apology. The cafe’s video screen blared the ever-present ads for the latest model of AR glasses, and the do-it-all apps that automated every aspect of life. Escaping reality became easier with each passing day. Perhaps he should make the choice to join the rest of humanity and insulate himself from it.

      “I’m so sorry about that,” he said, motioning to the table under the window.

      Evangeline smiled out of the corner of her eye. “I deal with this a lot. She still has feelings for you.”

      “Not anymore. You were exceptionally gracious, and she insulted you.” He dared to look her in the eye. “And you’re not gaining weight.”

      She shrugged and laughed. “But my shorts are probably too tight!”

      He looked away and felt his cheeks flush.

      “Is everything okay with you two?”

      “Guess so. She told me she’s getting married.”

      She blew out her cheeks. “Wow. That would be a little… strange.”

      He surprised himself with a chuckle. “That’s an understatement. Lots of drama there.”

      “Hang in there.” She paused until he looked her in the eye.

      “Thank you, Evangeline. See you tomorrow.”

      He walked into the blooming day, smoldering with shame. Yesterday, Evangeline’s aloof cordiality had been tolerable: he might be nothing in her world, but at least he was not an obstacle. Today’s unrequited pity was a burden. Knowing she felt sorry for him justified every step he’d taken up to last night’s decision.

      He thought about asking Evangeline for help — a friendly ear, nothing more — and quickly shunted the image. He imagined the disastrous scene: knocking on her door, bawling his eyes out, sitting on her couch or futon or whatever better-smelling furniture she had, then admitting that he’d failed at everything he’d ever⁠—

      Something far away—the seething murmur of a far-off ocean—tugged at his mind. He gazed up to see an elderly woman enter the crosswalk, oblivious to a vehicle barreling her way. The driver—a kid engrossed with his handset—was texting.

      Prospero tried to scream, but couldn’t. The vehicle, black and shiny and enormous, barreled towards the woman, who now looked up, screaming during the last seconds of her life.

      His ears roared, and time stopped. If he could move faster, or if she could come to him⁠—

      Tires screeched, the vehicle stopped, and something tugged. Prospero stared into the bleary eyes of the old woman, who gazed back in awe. The scream faded from her lips.

      “What did you do?”

      He was about to ask what she meant and realized the voice came from someone behind him.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “What did you just do?” A woman pointed at him, looking surprised through her AR visor. “You pulled her away! How did you do that?”

      “I didn’t do anything, I just⁠—”

      “You
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